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THE BOER WAR broke out on October 10, 1899. Events followed one
another quickly. The British army was thrust back into Ladysmith
on October 30. On November 2 telegraphic communication with
the town was interrupted and the next day the railway line was cut.
On November 10 the Boers occupied Colenso and they took several
prisoners among whom was Mr. Winston Churchill. Intense excite-
ment prevailed in Durban. It helped to draw together all sections of
the community and all those who were willing to go to the front were
invested with heroism.
Although Gandhi's sympathies were all with the Boers, he believed
then, that he had yet no right, in such cases, to enforce any individual
conviction. His loyalty to the empire drove him to side with the
British in the teeth of opposition from some of his countrymen.
Gandhi felt that if he demanded rights as a British citizen, it was also
his duty, as such, to participate in the defence of the empire. So he
collected together a corps of 1,100 strong, with nearly forty leaders.
About 300 were free Indians and the rest indentured. The Indian
Ambulance Corps was formed with the help of Dr. Booth, who gave
them training in first aid.
Gandhi declared: "We do not know how to handle arms. It is
not our fault; it is perhaps bur misfortune that we cannot, but it
may be there are other duties no less important to be performed, and
no matter of what description they may be, we would consider it a
privilege to be called upon to perform them. The motive underlying
this humble offer is to endeavour to prove that, in common with
other subjects of the Queen Empress in South Africa, the Indians
too are ready to do duty for their sovereign on the battlefield. The
offer is meant to be an earnest of India's loyalty."
Even some socialists in Britain shared Gandhi's views, Bernard
Shaw in a Fabian pamphlet said that in the interests of civilization